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On April 22-24 in Caracas (Venezuela), the Latin American Economic System (SELA) sponsored a
conference to discuss President George Bush's "Initiative of the Americas." The US proposal was
announced in June 1990. (See Chronicle 04/23/91 for previous coverage of conference.) Summarized
below are statements and events related to the conference. April 20: According to a report by Inter
Press Service, the response of Caribbean nation government officials to the US continental free
trade zone proposal is rather "cool," based on their experience with the earlier US Caribbean
Basin Initiative (CBI). The CBI is a trade and investment pact between the US and Caribbean basin
countries launched in 1984. Twenty-four beneficiary nations gain duty-free access to the US for
a range or products. The implementation of CBI, however, has been restricted in some product
areas to protect US companies. Jamaican External Affairs and Trade Minister David Coore said
CBI benefits "have not been great in terms of stimulation of exports to the United States, as we
had hoped." He added that the CBI has exempted some exports "in which we think we have a
particular comparative advantage such as textiles and leather goods." According to figures quoted
in November by Peter King, vice president of the Jamaica Promotions Corporation (JAMPRO) and
the government's chief trade representative, by 1989 trade in goods between CBI nations and the US
had increased from $15.013 billion to $16.447 billion. However, CBI nations' $3 billion trade surplus
with the US in 1983 changed to a $1 billion deficit by 1989. In Coore's perspective, "disappointing
as it may have been, the CBI is something concrete and specific, which we know about and are
aware of the benefits it can bring." Regarding the new US proposal's three components trade,
debt reduction and investment , Coore said, "We are hopeful that the debt reduction component,
when it is fully agreed on in the US system, will bring us significant relief...We are trying at this
moment to put ourselves in the position where, as soon as the initiative becomes operational, we can
begin to take advantage of it." According to Barbadian Prime Minister Erskine Sandiford, exports
to the US fell from $241.7 million in 1983 to $79.9 million in 1989. Nonetheless, Sandiford perceives
the new US initiative as a possible avenue for attracting new forms of investment. April 22: At a
press conference in Caracas, Gert Rosenthal, executive secretary of the UN Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), said the creation of a continental free trade zone
will be possible only in the long term. According to Rosenthal, Mexico may be the only country
to conclude the negotiations process with the US by the end of 1993, and Chile, Venezuela and
Colombia are probably next in line. He said the four nations are far ahead of others in the region
in terms of implementing domestic economic adjustment policies. Rosenthal pointed out that the
four nations above have also managed to absorb the high social costs of "adjustment" programs,
largely because of substantial foreign exchange inflows from exports of coffee, coal, petroleum
and copper. In addition, he said, these nations have commenced the economic integration
process among themselves, i.e., the Group of 3 (Colombia, Mexico and Venezuela), and bilateral
agreements between Chile and Mexico, and Venezuela and Mexico. Next, the UN official asserted
that implementation of the US initiative would require coordination of macro-economic policies
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throughout the region, and the establishment of "competitiveness criteria." Exchange rate volatility
impacts on prices, he said, pointing to one major area of necessary coordination. Regarding
competitiveness, said Rosenthal, difficulties exist on both sides. "Previously, Latin American
industry was described as inefficient because of protection by high tariff barriers. Today, we find
that the region's comparative advantage, cheap labor, causes panic in the United States." April
24: In a final report released at the end of the SELA conference, Latin American and Caribbean
nations demand a pledge from Washington to avoid application of unilateral trade reprisals, and
that future agreements be grounded on the concept of relative reciprocity due to different and
unequal levels of economic development characterizing the US and the nations of the region. Next,
negotiations within the context of the US initiative must be grounded on "full respect for national
policies on exploitation of natural resources." The report emphasizes that economic integration
efforts throughout Latin America and the Caribbean must be intensified to permit "reinforcement of
negotiating capacity" with the US. (Basic data from Inter Press Service, 04/20/91; AFP, 04/22/91; EFE,
04/22/91, 04/24/91)
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